
  

  

 

 
 

 

          
   

Getting Our     
Hearts Right 
Three Keys to Better Relationships
 
Conflict is a universal  
human problem. 
We all hope to have good relationships— 

thriving marriages and families, close  

friendships, and well-functioning teams  

at work.  And yet, along the way, we all  

encounter conflict and disagreements. 

Despite our best efforts and intentions, 

we bump into conflict regularly. 

Many of us are in relationships with lingering 
frustrations and enduring conflicts. Family 
relationships and friendships that used to be 
close and satisfying begin to be the source 
of irritation and disappointment. We drag 
into work trying to figure out how to deal 
with a difficult manager or co-worker. We 
hope to get along with people, but find our
selves feeling annoyed by others more than 
we want. Perhaps there are relationships that 
were once very important to us that we have 
lost or that are “on life support.” 

Even in our healthiest relationships we some
times get into arguments, have bad feelings, 
or push for what we want in ways that hurt 
people we care about. Most of us experience 
more conflict than we want in important rela
tionships. How can we heal these conflicts? 



   

      
      
     
     

 
     
        

      
      
      

  
       
     

Dealing with conflict requires more than just knowledge and skills. 
We all know kind, generous, and helpful things we should do to be better family members, friends, co-workers and 
neighbors. Many of us have learned new relationship skills from articles, books, or watching TV programs.  Yet even 
when we understand what we need to do to improve our relationships, we don’t always use those skills. 

Irving Becker observed: “If you don’t like someone, the way he holds his spoon will make you furious; if you do 
like him, he can turn his plate over into your lap and you won’t mind.” Sometimes we don’t even realize that we are 
making a choice between being angry or peaceful. Sometimes we don’t recognize that our hearts are hard toward 
some people while being soft and kind toward others. 

There are several reasons we don’t consistently use the knowledge and skills that we have. 

� � � s�� 7E�ARE�CREATURES�OF�HABIT��And we develop habits in the way we relate to others. We sometimes fall into  
unhealthy behavior patterns in our close relationships. Then we sit in a class or read a book and learn  
a new skill. We think to ourselves: This is a good idea—I should do this in my life. We assume we will  
be able to easily implement those ideas. Yet because of the habits we have developed, unless we truly  
work on changing our hearts, we fall right back into our old pattern of behavior. 

� � � s�� �7E�REACT�OUT�OF�EMOTIONS�THAT�DON�T�SERVE�US�WELL��Often during times of conflict, we respond based on anger,  
frustration, a need to be in control, a need to get what we want, etc. New skills can’t flourish until we 
manage those emotions and get our hearts right. 

� � � s��� 7E�GIVE�NEW�SKILLS�A�HALFHEARTED�TRY��Sometimes when we discover it is going to take effort to change our  
behavior, we give up. Or things don’t go exactly as we hoped on the first try, and instead of continuing  
to practice and improve, we decide the skill doesn’t work. We move on in search of the next new idea.  
However, change requires sustained effort over time. 

� � � s�� 7E�EXPECT�OTHERS�TO�CHANGE��We may learn a new skill and think: That is a great idea—the other person in the 
relationship should hear about this and change. But trying to change others only increases conflict. We have  
to acknowledge that the only person we can control is ourselves. We have to be willing to get our own hearts right. 
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Personal biases make it difficult to evaluate conflicts fairly.
 
Most of us believe we are pretty good at assessing the people and events in our life. We weave 
our perceptions about people and events into stories that make sense to us. We think we are able 
to objectively interpret truth. We are confident that we can trust our conclusions about life and our 
opinions of people. But research has repeatedly found that all humans are biased. We rarely—if 
ever—see the whole picture. We form opinions based only on partial truths. 

One of the biggest problems is that we rarely see our own bias. Below are some of the most com
mon biases. Please read each description and see if you can identify that bias in your own thinking. 

Common human biases How have you seen this bias at work in your own thinking? 

Egocentrism: We focus on ourselves  

and our needs. We can be blind to the  

needs and pain of people around us.
 

Fundamental attribution bias: 
We tend to excuse our mistakes and  
faults because of our circumstances 
while blaming others’ misdeeds on 
their bad character. We give too much  
credit to people we like and too little 
credit to those we don’t. 

Naïve realism: We tend to see bias  
and bad logic in other people but fail 
to see it in ourselves. As a result, we 
believe that no one gets it right— 
except for me! I see things as they 
really are. 

Anger narrows and blinds us. 
It closes our minds to the broad 
picture and shuts down our 
compassion for others. 

Confirmation bias: We tend  
to accept only information that  
supports what we already believe. 
We criticize and reject information  We all see the world 
that disagrees with our view. 

Unreliable memories: We  
regularly reshape our memories 
to fit our objectives. We don’t  
remember reality; we remember 
what we want to believe. 

Negativity bias: We tend to be  
overwhelmed by bad things and 
forget good things. 

through muddy glasses. 
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 <HV��%XW�WKH\�GRQ·W�ERWKHU�PH�����You know, you � OLNH�\RXUV�GR�have faults, too! 

A story of a couple—two good and hard-working 
people—illustrates the problem of bias. Occasionally the 
husband got irritated and complained about his wife’s 
faults. Finally she got tired of being criticized and de
clared, “You know, you have faults, too!”  The husband 
replied, “Yes.  But they don’t bother me like yours do!” 

It can be difficult to hear other perspectives clearly. 
At the root of our problem is our focus on our own 
thoughts. Although we interact with people constantly, 
the music always playing in our minds is our own story, 
our own history, our own aspirations—and our own 
frustrations. We rarely stop the soundtrack of our own 
lives in order to hear the music in someone else’s life. 
In all our interactions, we hear the racket of our own 
soundtrack competing with their music, their story, and 
their way of seeing the world. When their music is out 
of harmony with ours, we assume they are out of tune. 
We judge them negatively.  

We also judge others based on our own frustrations and 
pains. Maybe we had terrible relationships in the past 
and we have grown suspicious of people. Maybe we are 
overwhelmed at work. Maybe our hopes and dreams are 
drowning in disappointment. We process our percep
tions through our own life stories. A person with ter
rible past relationships may decide no one she meets is 
worthy of trust. A person who is overwhelmed at work 
may feel his wife is too demanding when she asks him 
to help more around the house. Someone facing disap
pointment may assume that others are perfectly happy 
and therefore require no empathy. 

When our misperceptions combine with our hurts and 
frustrations, we get irritated. We find ourselves in con
flict. Instead of being loving and understanding, we are 
defensive, judgmental, and argumentative. 

This is common in close relationships, especially within 
families. Partners misunderstand and annoy each other. 

Parents irritate and even exasperate their children. 
If this pattern continues, a once loving relationship  
becomes filled with accusations, arguments, and  
smoldering resentments. Every day is filled with hard 
feelings, unpleasant words, or a cold wall of silence. 

When we feel distant, accusing, or uncaring toward 
someone, we call that hard-heartedness. Our hearts are 
impenetrable. They are not open to the perspectives, 
feelings, experiences, and preferences of the person we 
are shutting out. We will not let that person’s story enter 
our minds and hearts. 

The solution to our bias
 
is to get our hearts right.
 
This description of the human condition— that misunder
standings and conflict are common in relationships—may 
sound bleak. Yet there is a way out of these misunder
standings. The key is getting our hearts right. 

While we sometimes try to deal with conflict by avoiding 
it, endlessly discussing it, or painfully living with it, there 
is a better way. We can approach conflict with new hearts. 
Rather than resenting irritation when it occurs, we can 
choose to see it as an invitation to activate our hearts. We 
can learn to appreciate the music in other people’s lives. 

This program is focused on three keys for activating our 
hearts. When combined with our knowledge and skills, 
these keys can turn our differences and conflicts into har
mony and growth. 

Key 1 
Humility 
opens our 
hearts. 

It is perfectly normal and beneficial for people to focus on 
their own needs and preferences. Yet this focus can make 
us unbalanced. We might put ourselves and our needs 
ahead of everyone else. We might believe we are better 
or more important than other people. We may assume we 
have a better understanding of truth than others. These 
ways of thinking create many of the relationship problems 
we face every day. They separate us from each other. 
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see them in ourselves. 

R  e f l e c t i o n  
Review the list of biases. As you consider the 
conflict you described, ask yourself how you 
have seen these biases at work in your thinking. 
What keeps you from seeing the whole story 
or the other person’s story in the conflict you 
described? (While the other person is also 
vulnerable to bias, this exercise only works 
if you focus on YOUR biases.) 

Some people think of humility as passivity or a lack of 
self-respect. But healthy humility is neither of those. 

s Humility is the recognition that, while our needs 

matter, so do the needs of other people.
 

s Humility is the willingness to admit that we do not 
have a complete understanding of truth. It is being 
open to other people’s opinions. 

s Humility is a willingness to admit that we make 
mistakes. It allows us to continue learning and growing. 

Humility is the foundation of healthy relationships. 
Those who are humble are ready to learn from people 
and experience. 

How to Cultivate Humility 
All of us get blindsided by bias and find it hard to 
get to humility. Author Wally Goddard tells this story: 

R  e f l e c t i o n  
In order to apply these principles to your life 
effectively, please think of a recent or current  
conflict in which you find yourself irritated with 
another person—family member, co-worker,  
friend, or child. Write a few words describing  
that conflict. 

How can you look past your own needs and 
preconceptions and try to be open to other people 
and their stories? There are two important steps. 

Consider your biases. 
We all have biases. It can be very difficult for us to 

Nancy and I were sitting by the side of a small lake 

feeding ducks. A little boy came along who was fasci

nated by the ducks. He ran toward them which made 

the ducks squawk and run. I turned to the boy threat

eningly: “Do not chase the ducks.” My wife nudged me. 

“Maybe he would like to feed them.” I immediately rec

ognized my hard-heartedness. I asked the boy: “Would 

you like to feed the ducks?” He was delighted. So I 

taught him to stand quietly in front of me and throw 

the food to the ducks. The ducks gathered around 

us again and the boy was thrilled. Nancy’s comment 

helped me recognize my own bias. I had been so  

absorbed in my own needs that I had failed to see  

a little boy who just wanted to play with the ducks. 

How can you activate humility 
in your life and relationships? 
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Consider the weakness  
in your position. 

No one gets it just right. We all have weaknesses in  
our arguments. 

R  e f l e c t i o n  
Think about the possible mistakes and 
limitations of the position you have taken. 
See if you can discover where you might 
be missing important truths. 

Applying Humility to Your Own Situation
 
When we are humble enough to be open to other 
people, we can make exciting new discoveries. Instead 
of being focused on our view, our opinions, and our 
preferences, we open ourselves to their world. 

How could you use the principles of humility to help 
you successfully open your heart regarding the conflict 
you described? 

Compassion 
Key 2 connects
 

our hearts.
 
Compassion is being sensitive to the struggles and 
suffering of others. It means experiencing others’ 
sense of struggle and suffering along with them. 

We often think we are quite compassionate even 
when we are not. We may feel empathy, sympathy, or 
pity—for those who deserve it. Isn’t this compassion? 

Yes and no. It is a good thing to feel tenderness for 
those who suffer. But if we limit our compassion to 
only those who “deserve it,” pretty soon we shut out 
a large portion of the world. People often feel com
passion for their own kind, but are glad to see their 
enemies suffer. Some people have felt that certain 
races, types of people, or those with different values 
don’t deserve caring and compassion. 

Compassion is being sensitive to the 
struggles and suffering of others. 

Full-fledged compassion involves feelings of tenderness 
for the struggles and hopes of all people, even those 
who are different from us or with whom we disagree. 

We might think it would be easier to feel compassion 
towards those we are close to. But as the saying goes, 
“Familiarity breeds contempt”—and that familiarity 
can lead us to label and stereotype them. We develop 
a set of perceptions, and then we create labels. For 
example, we start seeing someone as immature, ir
responsible, or self-centered. Then we start to see all 
their behavior through that lens. 

Since we are all biased, we tend to blame others for 
how we are feeling. We believe they are insensitive 
or wrong in their thoughts or actions. We judge them 
and justify our lack of compassion towards them. 

When we are frustrated or hurting we often don’t see 
the needs or pains of others. We don’t see the way our 
own ignorance and narrowness irritates and hurts them. 

When we remember that we only see our side of the 
story, we are prepared to be compassionate. We can 
then connect with other people’s needs and pains, 
even if we are feeling frustrated or hurt. 
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How to Cultivate Compassion 
Sometimes we are very selective in our offering of com
passion. We think people must deserve it before we can 
offer it. Yet compassion should be given because it is 
needed, not just because we deem someone worthy of it. 

On their way to the playground, Hannah and Emily  

needed to cross a street. When they got to the  

crosswalk, Emily stopped and Hannah ran into  

the street where she was hit by a passing car. 

Fortunately the car was traveling slowly but she 

still lay in the road with painful scrapes. What  

should we do? Hannah had acted foolishly. Maybe  

we should give her a lecture about looking before 

crossing streets. Maybe we should put her in  

time-out. Those heartless responses lack  

compassion. The right response—the 

compassionate response—is to do everything 

we can to comfort Hannah and get her healing 

started. It does not matter that she was foolish;  

when people are hurting, we show them compassion. 

Whenever you encounter situations in which you are 
upset by the words or actions of others, these steps will 
help you activate compassion to deal with the situation 
more effectively.  

Stay peaceful. 

We may disagree with other people’s reasons for their 
actions. They may be mistaken about many things. Yet 
we are probably mistaken about many things as well. 
And we are normally so absorbed in our own stories 
and needs that we fail to understand theirs. 

Rather than respond to an attack with a counter-attack, 
we can be the person who breaks the pattern of war. 
We sometimes forget that when we scold children, it 
is hard for them to learn because they feel so anxious. 
When we chew out our partners, it is hard for them to 
hear us because they are defending themselves against 
our attacks. 

We can declare peace. This is not an admission that 
we are wrong. It does not mean that we agree with the 
other person. Declaring peace means that we believe 

the relationship is more important to us than being 
right. We believe that we can solve problems without 
hurting and insulting others. 

We are more likely to find good solutions to prob
lems when we are calm and peaceful. When we feel 
irritated, tired, or angry is not the best time to discuss 
a disagreement. We may need to take a time-out and 
give ourselves a chance to calm down. Then we can 
return to the conversation later when we are better 
able to respond with compassion. 

 R  e f l e c t i o n  
What are some ways you react badly when 
you are in conflict? How can you avoid that 
behavior and stay peaceful? 

Recognize that your perceptions  
are not the whole story. 

Other people have motives and logic that make sense 
to them. People do what they do and believe what 
they believe for reasons that are just as sensible to 
them as your motives and logic are to you. Be open 
to the other side of the story. 

 R  e f l e c t i o n  
Can you see vital parts of the story that you may be 
missing? What is the other person’s story? How is 
that different from the way you have seen things? 
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Listen to and understand  
the feelings of others. 

Compassion really comes to life with this step. When 
we humbly respect the people we disagree with, we can 
then move on to gaining an understanding of why they 
are taking their position. This is more than understand
ing their thoughts. This is appreciating their motives and 
feelings. Invite the person with whom you have dis
agreed to help you understand the motives and feelings 
behind his/her position. Then truly listen. 

How we listen is important. We should not interrupt. 
We should not be thinking about whether we agree or 
disagree with what is being said. We should not become 
defensive. And we should not be preparing counter 
arguments that we will launch as soon as it is our turn 
to talk. We should genuinely pay attention to what the 
other person is saying to gain insight about his/her 
feelings. Maybe she’s afraid of being abandoned. 
Maybe he doesn’t feel respected. 

When we humbly respect the people we disagree 
with, we can then move on to gaining an 

understanding of why they are taking their position. 
This is more than understanding their thoughts. 

This does not mean that we must agree with the other 
person’s position. But understanding why the other 
person feels the way he/she does will help us have a 
more compassionate discussion. It also may be the key 
to finding a solution to the conflict. As long as people 
remain stuck on arguing their positions, it will usually  
be very difficult to find a mutually agreeable solution. 
Appreciating the motives and feelings of others will 
often help you think of creative solutions that will 
satisfy everyone. 

When someone shares an idea that doesn’t make sense 
to us, we may blurt out: “That’s a stupid idea!” We may 
mutter: “Hmmm. I don’t care.” Or we may choose to 
connect to that person: “That’s an interesting idea. Please 
tell me more.” 

Compassion involves turning towards another person 
with our minds and our hearts. As much as anything 
else, the purpose of relationships may be to help us 
learn to join our stories with those of other people. 

Instead of seeing our differences and irritations as a 
problem, we can see them as an invitation to learn 
about each other and to become closer friends. 

R  e f l e c t i o n  
How can you open your heart to the other 

 person’s view? 

Now prepare questions to help you understand the other 
person. Maybe you could ask: “Will you help me under
stand your point of view?” 

Applying Compassion to Your Own Situation
 

When we are humble enough to listen to someone else’s 
view and compassionate enough to want to understand 
and help, we become healers. Rather than condemn 
people for their humanness, we recognize that many 
people act badly because they are hurting. We want to 
help them rather than condemn them. Compassion helps 
us forgive each other and forgiveness frees our hearts. 

Let’s return to the conflict that you identified earlier. How 
could you use the principles of compassion to help you 
successfully connect your heart to the other person’s heart? 
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R  e f l e c t i o n  
Think of the person in the conflict you described 

 earlier. What are your best memories of this person? 
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Key 3 
Positivity
 
inspires
 
our hearts.
 

Positivity is the practice of seeing the good in 
people. In every relationship there are times of 
irritation and frustration. Positivity is deciding not 
to dwell on those moments or allow them to define 
the relationship. It is the choice to notice and 
dwell on what is good about the other person 
and the relationship. We focus on all the ways  
this relationship enriches our life. Positivity is the 
basis of kindness. Kindness sustains relationships. 

“ Everybody is a 
genius. But if you 
judge a fish by its 
ability to climb a 
tree, it will live its 
whole life believing 
that it is stupid.” 

Albert Einstein 

Research on relationships consistently suggests that 
healthy relationships are more idealistic than realis
tic; that is, the partners emphasize the good in each 
other and downplay each other’s faults. In fact, one 
of the biggest discoveries from decades of studying 
marriage is that people in strong relationships have 
about five positive interactions for each negative in
teraction. That means that for each time we complain 
about a spouse being late, there should be five times 
when we thank him or her for helping us in the yard, 
for offering supportive words, for rubbing our sore 
shoulders, or some other positive expression of love 
and care. People in ordinary relationships have about 
two positive interactions for each negative. 

This does not mean that somehow the partners in 
such relationships were lucky and got a relationship 
with lots of positives. It means that people who look 
for the good in relationships are far more likely to 
have strong relationships. 

How to Cultivate Positivity 

We tend to believe that circumstances determine 
our thoughts and feelings. But we can choose 
how we process our thoughts and feelings about 
those circumstances. We can decide to focus on 
what is irritating and disappointing in our relation
ships. Or we can choose to appreciate and focus 
upon the good, even during times of conflict. 

At their 50th wedding anniversary, friends asked 

the honored couple the secret to their happiness. 

The wife replied that, when they first got  

married, she decided to forgive her husband ten  

of his faults. The curious guests asked her to name 

some of the faults. She replied that she never got 

around to listing the faults—but every time he did 

something that made her mad, she told herself: 

“It’s a good thing for him  

that is one of the ten!” 

We can remember the  
good times in a relationship. 

We can choose to remember and honor all that has 
been positive and meaningful about the relation
ship. In the case of enduring relationships, it might 
help to keep reminders of those good memories 
such as pictures and keepsakes. 



 

   

  
 

 

 
  
 

  
 
  

 
 

   

  
  
  
  
  

   
  
  
  
  
  
   
  
  

  

  

   
   

R  e f l e c t i o n  
What good qualities does this person have? 

and create ways of remembering it. 

R  e f l e c t i o n  
What are the good things that helped the 
relationship flourish during times when it was 
at its best? As you think about the best times, 
were there things you were doing then that you 
could be doing now to help the relationship 
thrive again—were you acting differently,  
thinking differently, or investing in the  
relationship more? 

We can focus on the good qualities in people  
and appreciate how they enrich our lives. 

Focusing on those good qualities in the midst of a 
conflict can help us avoid slipping into irritation and 
negativity. We can strengthen relationships with people 
we care about by choosing to make more positive and 
encouraging statements to them—and about them— 
rather than negative or critical statements. 

When relationships don’t go well, we can assume  
that problems are temporary or minimal. 

We do not allow today’s problems and frustrations to take 
over our minds and hearts. During times of conflict we 
often “re-script” our memories. We replay the history of 
our relationship, emphasizing current frustrations and 
minimizing the good memories. This creates the feeling 
that the problem is permanent and unsolvable. Instead 

We can see the good things in our  
relationships as enduring and typical. 

We choose to celebrate the good. We can dwell on it 

We can identify examples of people who sustain  


When we emphasize the good, relationships keep 
getting better and better. 

we can recognize that conflict is often the result of a rough 
day, a bad mood, or a temporary misunderstanding. 

R  e f l e c t i o n  
What temporary circumstances may be 
contributing to the conflict? How are you 
“re-scripting” your memories of the relationship 
through the eyes of your current problems and 
frustrations? 

positive relationships and learn from their examples.

  R  e f l e c t i o n  
Who is a great example of sustaining positive 
relationships? What can you learn from them? 
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Applying Positivity to Your Own Situation 

When we are humble enough to listen to someone 
else’s view, compassionate enough to want to under
stand and help, and positive enough to see the good 
in another person, our hearts are changed. We are  
prepared to have rich and full relationships with all 
kinds of people. 

Let’s return to the conflict that you identified earlier. 
How could you use the principles of positivity to help 
you create a more positive relationship with that person? 

Changed hearts activate 
loving responses. 
Are you ready to have better relationships? 

We are creatures of habit. We have practiced our ways 
of misunderstanding and hurting each other for many 
years. If we want to improve our relationships, we must 
be willing to form new habits. This does not happen just 
because we have learned new principles. It will take 
conscious effort and enduring commitment to begin 
living these principles. But it will be worth the effort. 

We won’t be different all at once. We should expect  
that it will take a while to get our hearts right. And we 
likely will make mistakes along the way. Don’t become 
discouraged or give up. Little by little we can learn to 
be more open to other people (humility), more sensitive 
to their concerns (compassionate), and more apprecia
tive of their efforts (positivity). 

When we catch ourselves acting unkindly, we can 
take a few minutes to identify where we went wrong. 
We can apologize and start over again. 

Changing our hearts does not mean that we must al
ways give in to others during times of conflict or that 
our needs will never be met. It means that we com
mit to having a different attitude when dealing with 
conflict. We are willing to be open to other’s needs 
as well as our own. We are willing to show empathy 
instead of hostility towards them. In this way, we can 
talk about needs in ways that do not harm the rela
tionship. It will also help us seek creative solutions 
that will work for everyone. 

When we use the principles that build healthy relation
ships, we can create new stories for our relationships— 
stories filled with peace, growth, and sweet compan
ionship. Getting our hearts right will help us have the 
thriving relationships we want. We will benefit from 
becoming more generous and gracious people. 

We recommend that you reread this program regular
ly, that you work through the questions thoughtfully, 
and that you congratulate yourself for every success. 

You will enjoy your change of heart. And so will the 
people in your life. 

If we want to improve our relationships, 
we must be willing to form new habits. 
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To get a worksheet for this program or to get additional great programs for families,  
go to www.arfamilies.org or visit your local county extension agent. 
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